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FIRST AETHODIST EPTISCOPAL CHURCH (Nioobrara Pupilc Library)

Ipcation:

Fast side of Fourth Avenue, 175' south of intersection
with Maple Street, Niobrara, Znox County, Nebraska.
Moved co the new third town site of Niokrara in the lace
1370s.

USGS Niobrara tuadrangle, Universal Transverse Mercator
Coordinates: 14.579670.4733590.

Present Owner: U.S5.A. (Jurisdication of the Corps of Engineers,

Prasent Use:

Cepartment of the Army).

Vacant, scheduled to pe demolished (moved to third
townsite of Niobrara after this documentation was written
in 1877).

Significance: The Methodist Episcopal Church was built circa 1880 in

the original waterfront town of Nichrara. In 1881-82,
the church, along with many other structures, was moved
to a "mew" townsite after the disastrous flood of 1881.
Ik is today one of the few remaining moved structures.

Adccording to minutes recorded at the turn of the century,
the congregaticon was never strong and there were often
mempership problems. The church was eventually abandoned
by its members in 1928 and the building was scold to the
Niobrara Public Library Association in 1935. The first
library facility in Niobrara opened in 19835 and continued
to serve the commnity until the 1870s.

The church is a representative example of the standard
plan and form of similar churches all over Nebraska,
having a symmetrical plan, gable roeof and Gothic¢ Revivial

a2lements.
PART I. HISTCORICAL INFURMATION
A, Thysical distory:

Date of zraction: The church was built in 1880.
Arcnitect: Unknown.

Original and subsecuent owners: Sefor2 its move 0 the aew
townsitz cf Nisprara in the late 1970s, the church stocd on
lot 12 of nlock 3, Graves Addition to West Niobrara. This
lot was turchased oy William R. Cross, a trustee of the
church, on August 10, 1881, as che second site for the moved
church, Title was transferred to the trustses of the church
on January 13, 1882.



FIRST WETHODIST ZPISCOPAL HURCH
AABS MNo. ME-ZD {Page 2)

The congregation was dissolved In thne eariy 15305 apd citle
was deaded ro the Nebraska Annual Conference of the Methodist
Eniscomal Church in 1935, who in murn deeded it o tzhe
Niobrara Public Liprary Asscciation (nn September or that vear.

The structurs served as the Nioobrara Public Library until the
town's move to the new townsite in the late 1970s. The
oullding is now owned oy the Historical Society of Nioorara.
The original and subsequent owners of lot 12, block 3,
Graves' Addition from the Register of Deeds, Canter, Knox
County, Nebraska are as follows:

1881 Deed August 10, 1881, rscorded August 12, 1881,
Book D Page 351, J. T. Huff and wife to William
R. Cross. Sale of numerous properties for $80.00

1882 Deed January 18, 1882, recorded January 18, 1882,
Book D Page 508, William R. Cross and wife to
Trustees of Methodist Episcopal Church (William
R. Cross, J. €. Thomas J. 8. Eakens, J. C.
Santee, F. Gorton). For consideration of $1.00

1882 Mortgage March 15, 1882, recorded March 25, 1882,
Book B Page 274, First Methodist Episcopal Church
of Niobrara to The Methodist Episcopal Church of
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. For consideration of
$300 plus 6% interest, to be paid by October 1,
1885 (Relszase December 31, 1901, recorded
January 13, 1902 in Book 8, Page 483)

1934 Quit Claim Deed Cctober 9, 1934, recorded May 15,
1935, Book 63 Page 96, Clara H. Van Vorhis and
husband to Nebraska Annual Conference of
Methodist Episcopal Church. For consideration of
$1.00

1934 Quit Claim Deed Cctober 15, 1934, recorded May
15, 1935, Book 63 Page 97, Alice L. Weatherhy and
husband to Nebraska annual Confarence of
Methodist Episcopal Church. For consideration of
$1.00

1934 Quit Claim Deed Cctober 15, 1934, recorded May
15, 1935, Book 63 Page 98, Willard H. Graves and
wife to Nepraska Annual Confarence of Methodist
Episcopal Church. For consideration of $1.00

1935 Trustee Desd May 13, 1935, recorded May 15, 1935,
Book 63 Page 98. Transfer of Title to Nebraska
Annual Conference of the Methodist Episcopal
Cwurch
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1235 Warranty Ceed Septamper 23, 1935, recorded
October 8, 1935, Book 63 Page 152, Nebraska
Annual Conference of Methodist Spizcopal Curches
=0 Nioprara Piplic Library Association. for
consideration of 5275,

1970 Corporate Deed Book 90 Page 557, Nioodrara 2ublic
Library Associatcion o Village of Nicbrara

Builder, contractor, suppliers: Unknown.

Criginal plan and construction: Mo record of Caurch's
original plan or appearence was ftound.

Alterations arnd additions: A comment appearing in the
Niobrara Pioneer, April 29, 1889, is the first historical

data which gives an idea that the original apwoearance of the
church had been altered considerably. The article reads as
follows: '

“Those who availed themselves of the opportunity of
attending Easter Services at the Methodist Episcopal
Cnurch on Surday, will always feel amply repaid by the
performance of so simple a duty. On entering the church
From either door, one was ...."

In 1909, a major remedeling plan was initiated which resulted
in "practically a new church when completed." The
improvements amounted to almost $1,600 (Niobrara Tribune,
November 11, 1909), which included "a new roof, new windows,
a tower and corner edifice," among other things (church
minutes, 1909). According to the Tribune, "plastering work
on the church is being done v J. B. Stocking of Columbus.”
(Niocbrara Tribune. October 21, 19G9).

In March 1910, a large new pell arrived to e installed in
the tower, according to the Niobrara Tribune, March 1910. An
old but undated view of the Library, appearing in the
Niobrara Centennial Bock, mage 51, shows the tower still on
the structure. 1t is unknown wihen this tower was ramoved hbut
it most likely occurred when the congregation dissolved and
the structurs was sold to the Niobrara Public Library
Association in L935.

Historical Events and Persons Connectad with the Structure:

The followirg selective macarial Zrom the North Nebraska
Conference Minutes and the publication, A History of Abandoned
Methodist Churches in the Norfolk District of the Nebraska

Conference, provides an important lnsight into the stapility of
the church.
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The =arliest racerds of the church are from 1384 when D. C.
Winship was aprointed to the Miobrara charge. UJpon arriving ne
found onlv twelve members but "a great revival broke up vigious
arguments and added a large numpoer to the churcn....Niobrara
remained in fairly good charge for a number of years and was
served by some of our pest men.”

In 13%4, it was rsported, "The charge had a year of peace and
prosgperity,” and in the years immediately following, a "good
revival was had and considerable progress was made."

The years petween 1898 and 1502 were nhard, however, and a
discouraging situation prevailed.

"Bt Niobrara we have met with some rather severe
disappointments in the way of removal of members, failure in
business and county seat contests, which have sarved to
deplete our ranks and unsettle and discourage those that
remain that finances will not nearly reach our expectations.

Reverend E. E. tunt has labored incessantly and herojcally
ard has made orobably as much as any one could ocut of that
which he has had to do with. The congredgations have been
held together, closing up the depleted ranks and
strengthening what remained; the Sunday school and league are
orosperous, and this charge, along with several about it,
will do more than usual for benevolences this vear, through
the personal efforts of this young apostle of our
connectional work. We expect to strermgthen Niobrara next
vear with a part of the Verdell Circuit." 1899, page 65.

"Niobrara is a discouraging field. We once had a very
aggressive and desirabls church neres, and it ought to be said
that a faw of The Salt of tne Earth still remain. B3ut our
£anks have zeen Jdeplaetad oy deaths, removals and Dackslidings
until the Sccisty is discouragingly small. For years a
county seat contest, in one form or another, has unsetiled
the population in this place." 1900, page 78.

From then on, =he congragation nad its s and downs. In 1902,
with the nelp of a new minister and a new railroad, prospects
looked a3 little brightsr. However, just five years later, the
annual report statad, "dicorara is a town with a population of
500 and a saloon Zor =avery nundred. It is in the midst of a
Bohemian settisment running twentv miles east and west and twenty
miles south oF the Missouri River, as distimgtly foreiqn as is
possible o find under t=he stars and stripes.”
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The congregation was able 0 join together in order =o accomplish
gheir major renovation: nowever, oy the 1920s, the congredaticn
was failing ard the church was finally abandoned in 1328.

Sources of Information:

1
L

2.

0Old views: Photo on page 51, Niobrara Centennial 1856-1856,
showing church with bell tower.
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Architectural character: The First Methodist Episcopal
Caurch is 2 simpie wooden frame structure with ¢lapboarded
siding and lancet windows. It ls a typical sxample of the
standard olan and form seen throughout Nebraska, having a
symmetrical plan, ganle roof and Gothic Revival elements.

Condition of fabric: The condition of the church ranges Irom

PART I1I. ARCHITECTURAL INFORMATION
A. Gereral Statement:
1
2.
good o excellent.
B. Description of Exterior:

1.

Qver-all dimensions: The rectangular-shaped church measures
26' x 41', with a wvestibule, 9' x 12'. It is a one story
structure with a half basement.

Fourdations: The church has a coarsed rubble cement
foundation.

wWall construction, finish and color: The walls are covered
with six~inch wide white clapboards.

Structural system, framing: The church's structural system
is of wooden frame construction. '

Stoop: Two corcrete steps lead to the front door of the
church. The original olan had what appears to be an open
entryway with front door set back approximataly two to three

feet,

Chimnevs: One orick chimney s at the rezar: most likely
added when the neating systam was changed.

Openings:

i. Doorways and doors: The original front entrarce o the
church, at west locaticon, appears o have Deen an open
antryway with a simple entablature-like surround. In
1909, it was anclosed ov a tower, and its original white
sainted six-panel Joor was set scack approximatsly three
o four feet. The :tower, as previously mentioned, was
removed circa 1935, and was replaced by the Drasent,
smaller gaklad entryway, wnich has 3 six-pane glass door
with double-pane side lights.
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2. Windows: The west (front; Zacade .5 dominated oV 3
triple lancet window with single lancet windows =venly
spaced along the north and south zlevations. ALl windows
ar2 patterned, translucent glass with simple gothic
tracery and are operable double-nung sash windows.

A circular window appears in the gable on the west facade
centered just above the triple larncet windows. Another
circular window is found on the rorth side of what
originally was the tower., Two other circular openings on
the original bell tower can be seen in old views of the
church, explaining zhe scomewhat unbalanced fenestration
which presently exists. (see Nicbrara Centennial book,
page 51). All windows have received the same decorative
treatment, which consists of a wide unadorned surrounding
molding with a narrow strip molding capping each

opening. Patterned translucent glass panes are in each
arched window. Clear glass is found in the circular
windows.

Roof;

a. Shape, coverirg: The roof is gabled, covered with
asphalt shingles.

b. Cornice, eaves: The roof has an overhang of
agpproximately ten inches. The gable ends return on coth
the church and enclosed entrance. Unadorned eaves boards
approximately one foot wide detail the roofline.

c. Dormers, cupclas, towers: A pell tower orce stood over
the entrance section and has since been removed. A
one-story enclosad entryway 1s there now.

Description of Interior:

ll

Fioor plan: A narrow antryway leads through double deors
into a small 3' x 8' vestibule. Two swirging doors cpen into
the church itself, wnhich is approximately 26' x 40'. An
elevated altar area is found at the east (rear) end of the
structure.

A half basement with access through a rear exterior cellar
door was probaply dug out at a later date to nouse neating

squipment.

Stairway: A cellar stairway of dimensional lumber is
accessible through a rear door at the east end of the
building.
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Flooring: The Zlooring Shrowghcut zne Zhurch consists of
four-inch varnished wooden strips with simple eight-inch
varnished wooden basenoards.

Wall and ceiling finish: The church has pink painted cough
glaster walls with contrasting pink plaster hipped ceiling
wnich is separated bv a molding along the roofline.

Doorwavs and doors: Swirging doors of varnished wood on the
interior lead from the vestinule into the nave., These doors
ara similar to the original front doors, having six vertical
raised panels.

Decorative features and trim: The most ocutstanding interior
feature is the use of varnished dark stained woodwork
detailing each window and door opening. A more elaborate
treatment of the woodwork on the interior doorways is found
with an egg-and-dart trim.

Mechanical equipment:

a. Heating: Both the central register and small floor
registers along the sides provided forced-air heatirg.

b. Lighting: Gas fixturs hookups remain in the vestibule.
Modern fixtures, nowever, are now used throughout. A
modern incandescent light is in the vestibule and
suspended fluorescent lights are in the church area.

Site:

1.

General setting and orientation: The PFirst Methodist
Episcopal Cnurch (Library) faces west on 4th Avenue,
approximataly 175' south of the intarsection of Maple Street
and 4th Avenue. The church sits spproximately 1257 south of
St. Paul's Bpiscopal Churcn and only two blocks east of the
Prasiwterian Church in Niobrara. These three churches wers
tne first three churches in Viobrara.

Historic landscape design: Two large American Elm trees
stand in front of tne old liprary giving it a quaint
appearance.
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Preparsed oy: Parry Benson

architect

distoric American 3uildinas
Survey

Summer 1977

and

Kathrvn Burns

Historian

Historic dmerican Buildings
Survey

Summer 1977

PART TTI. FROJECT INFORMATION

The Niobrara project was undertaken by the Historic american Buildings
Survey (HABS) in co-operation with the citizens of the Village of
Niobrara. The project was funded by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers,
Omana District, in compliance with Executive Order 11593 as a mitigative
effort in the construction of the Gavins Point Dam and lLewis and Clark
Lake. Under the direction of John Poppeliers, chief of HABS, the project
was completed in the HABS Field Office in Niobrara, Nebraska during the
sumer of 1977 by project supervisor Perry Benson (University of
Pennsylvania) , project historian Kathrym A. Burmns {George Washington
University), team foreman Larry Jones (Texas Tech University) and student
architects Peter Darlow {McGill University), Lisa Becker (Notre Dame
University) and Darl Rastorfer (University of Pennsylvania). The written
historical and architectural data was oreparsd by Kathiryn Burns, and
edited by Susan McCown, a historian in the H2BS offics in August 1979.
One exterior photo was taken by Sam dmato in the £all of 1977.



